In an effort to seek out evidence-based medicine (EBM), a bit of preparation is required prior to the literature search. The first requirement is formation of a well-built clinical question and necessitates focusing the query into the PICO (an acronym for patient/population, intervention/exposure, comparisons, and outcomes) format. After careful sculpting of this clinical question, the task becomes a selection of the most appropriate information resources and the search execution itself.
retrieval, the PubMed Clinical Queries service is a manageable and reliable beginning in the EBM search process. Generally, searching for EBM resources can be disparate, but happily, the US National Library of Medicine and Netting the Evidence at the University of Sheffield's School of Health and Related Research (http://www.shef.ac.uk/scharr) offer methods to assist in the search process. The quality of information that can be extracted with a rigorous EBM methodology in the literature using one of these two sites can give a more accurate and substantive result than a hit-or-miss approach to searching.
After selection of EBM resources, the search execution depends on the resource used. While the US National Library of Medicine's Clinical Queries feature takes care of the search strategy for you, another website that will help determine what a solo MEDLINE strategy should include is available from the University of Illinois at Peoria's Library of the Health Sciences (http://uic.edu/depts/lib/lhsp/resources/ebm.shtml). The section on Sample Medline Searches provides a template for searching articles in PubMed for therapy, diagnosis, prognosis, and etiology. The PubMed/MEDLINE search system is provided by various commercial vendors, other than at the US National Library of Medicine web site, and may vary in their abilities to refine the search strategy. This template can be useful in adapting terms and functions to the nuances of those engines. As such, it illuminates some of the correct terminology and combinations that constitute an EBM approach regardless of the provider.
Selection of an EBM resource and the search itself can be daunting, but it is possible to investigate the literature with some ease through reputable websites. Depending on one's financial resources, the array of EBM resources is flexible. The determinant factor, however, is the time and energy that is required to retrieve relevant, pragmatic information that is suitable for individualized patient care. The assessment of information requires another step in the EBM process, one that analyzes the retrieval with a more rigorous approach, and will be the focus of the final part of this series to appear in the May 2005 issue of Clinical Medicine & Research.
